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Fabel: Governor George Johnstone of British West Florida

GOVERNOR GEORGE JOHNSTONE
OF BRITISH WEST FLORIDA
by R. F. A. FABEL*
was the first governor of British West
G Florida.J His activities
from his arrival at Pensacola in OcEORGE

OHNSTONE

tober 1764, to his departure in January 1767, have inspired detailed but narrow description.1 What nobody has sufficiently considered are the re asons for his appointment as governor and
the circumstances surrounding the loss of this office. These
omissions are worthy of examination. It is surprising that a
junior naval offic er with a spotty record should have been
selected for one o f the more lucrative colonial governorships.
Even more astonishing is that a man who proved to be the
most vigorous and possibly the most intelligent governor that
British West Flori da ever had, should have lost his office after
less than three yea r s .
The first thirt y-two years of his life gave no hint that
Johnstone was de stined for eminence. He was born in 1730,
the fourth son of a poor Scottish baronet, Sir James Johnstone
of Westerhall, wh o had to provide for fourteen children. Some
of his seven sons served in the East India Company, and one
took a commissio n in the army, but George chose a career
in the Royal Navy . As was customary in the eighteenth century,
he entered at an early age, probably when he was thirteen.
Promotion came s lowly, in spite of his proven bravery. Johnstone’s readiness t o risk his life did not always reflect credit
on him. For exam ple, he fought a duel against Captain Crookshanks of the Lar k for refusing him a certificate of good con-

* Mr. Fabel is assistant professor of history, Auburn University, Au
burn, Alabama.

1. An account may be found in Lawrence Henry Gipson, The British
Empire Before t he American Revolution, rev. ed., 15 vols. (New York,
1958-1970), IX, 20 0-31. See also Cecil Johnson, British West Florida, 17631783 (New Hav en, 1943), particularly chapter 2, 24-60; Clinton N.
Howard, The Bri tish Development of West Florida, 1763-1769 (Berkeley,
1947), 20-39, 43- 47, 107-17, 124-27; and “Governor Johnstone in West
Florida,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XVII (April 1939), 281-303.
f
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duct.2 On other occasions he employed his courage more profitably for his country, and ultimately, since his deeds of daring
were an important factor in securing his governorship, for
himself.
The most conspicuous example of such a deed occurred
towards the end of the War of the Austrian Succession. Admiral Knowles had launched a naval attack on Port Louis,
Hispaniola, on March 8, 1748. The enemy replied by sailing
a fireship among the anchored British squadron, from which
small boats were detached to neutralize the menace. One was
commanded by young Johnstone, who disregarded the garrison
artillery and the musketry which, in the language of the official
report, “played very smartly” from the shore. He ran his craft
within the shadow of the fort, boarded the fireship, and attached a chain by which it was towed clear of the immobile
British vessels. The deed is not mentioned in the log of
Johnstone’s ship, the Canterbury, but on such subjects logs
are customarily laconic and posterity has given Johnstone credit
for it.3
Unfortunately for the midshipman’s prospects, the Treaty
of Aix-la-Chapelle ended the war with France and Spain in
1748. His success in the examination necessary for promotion
to lieutenant in 1749 was followed by several years of peace in
which the king found no employment for him.4 Recalled to
the colors in 1755, as yet another in the series of conflicts of
Bourbons versus Britons came to the boil, Johnstone still had
to wait another five years before being given a vessel to
command.
The reluctance of the Admiralty to entrust Johnstone with
responsibility probably resulted from his reputation for insubordination, which was fostered by one of the captains under
whom he had served, and for which there was considerable
2. James Ralfe, The Naval Biography of Great Britain, 4 vols. (London,
1828), I, 364.
3. Royal Navy Lieutenants’ Logs, Admiralty/L/C 39, National Maritime
Museum, Greenwich, England; London Gazette, May 3, 1748; John Knox
Laughton, “George Johnstone,” in Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee,
eds., The Dictionary of National Biography, 22 vols. (London, 19211922), X, 963.
4. Great Britain, Public Record Office, Admiralty 107/4. Hereinafter
cited as ADM.
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5

evidence. Apart from his duel with Captain Crookshanks, he
had drawn up articles for the court martial of Captain Cookson
of the Tryal for the way he had commanded his ship when
Johnstone was aboard.6 Also, while lieutenant of the Biddeford,
Johnstone himself was court-martialed in 1757 for disobeying
the orders of Captain Digby. Severe punishment would probably
have ended his naval career; instead, in consideration of former
acts of gallantry, the court merely reprimanded him.7 He was
not, therefore, b arred from minor elevation in 1760 to the
command of the sloop Hornet. Lieutenant Johnstone showed
good judgment a nd the ability to act decisively on more than
one occasion aboard his vessel. A dangerous situation, for
example, developed when 128 impressed men in a tender that
he was escorting mutinied. With characteristic fortitude Johnstone harangued the recalcitrants, but without success. When
the mutineers subsequently seized control of the tender, he
put a sudden stop to their desperate activities with two carefully aimed broadsides. Later he turned his prisoners over to
the authorities at Sheerness intact, but for one mutineer killed
and nine wounded.8 Johnstone was very critical of the practice
of impressment, but had dutifully enforced the law with a firmness that probably limited bloodshed.
Another commendable exploit occurred when the Hornet
was based on the Portuguese station. When Britain declared
war on Spain, Ja nuary 4, 1762, Johnstone determined to use
his early knowle dge of the news as effectively as possible. He
placed James M’Laurin, master of the Hornet, in command of
a French prize w ith orders to carry the intelligence to British
naval units in the Caribbean as swiftly as his ingenuity and
the winds would allow. The result was that George Rodney,
who commanded a squadron in the West Indies, was able
to have Spanish s hipping in Jamaica seized, to halt the packets
bearing news of the declaration of war from Spain to her
5. Captain Forrest‘s opinion is referred to in Sir Gilbert Elliott to
James Johnstone, November 23, 1759, Laing manuscripts 2:73, Edinburgh University Library, Edinburgh.
6. Fragmentary court, martial articles in rough draft and Johnstone’s
hand, and a letter from James Douglas to Johnstone, January 6,
1759, containing references to press reports of the forthcoming
trial, in ibid.
7. ADM 1/5323:1
8. Johnstone to Admiralty, October 6, 1760, ADM 1/1985:65.
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colonies, and to launch attacks on the Spanish trade before
the Spaniards were aware that the conflict had begun.9 Nevertheless, although Johnstone lobbied assiduously for promotion, and
despite the flair and courage which he displayed as a sloopcommander, he was not made a post captain until 1762. By
that time the war, which alone could make his captaincy
profitable, was all but over.
It was not his competence in command which had finally
brought him promotion but rather, as was usual in his day,
the intervention of the influential and the powerful. Johnstone’s
patrons at the Admiralty were powerful, but his links with them
were tenuous. Sir Gilbert Elliott, a lord of the Admiralty from
1756 to 1761, was a friend less of George than of his brothers,
William and James. To Anson, first lord of the Admiralty, who
uttered the tardily-fulfilled promise to make Johnstone a post
captain, he was connected only by the fact that his uncle,
George Murray, had served under Anson when he had voyaged
around the world in 1740.10 His closest connection was his uncle,
Patrick, Lord Elibank, whom Johnstone considered his adopted
father. Elibank was rich, and he knew many of the important
people of the time.11 His major defect, however, was that, like
George himself, he was a Scot, an undoubted impediment in his
efforts to help his favorite nephew.
Ever since the unpopular Act of Union of 1707, Englishmen
had been suspicious of their northern neighbors. Three times
in the first half of the eighteenth century, Scotsmen had risen
in arms against the King of England, and the Whig families
who governed the realm for their Hanoverian sovereigns from
1715 until the accession of George III had found it politically
profitable to make no concessions to possible Jacobites. Not
every Scot, to be sure, was a Jacobite, but all Scots, except the
very few whose loyalty was unquestionable, were excluded from
9. Rodney to Mickle, May 16, 1788, in Catherine L. Johnstone, History
of the Johnstones: Supplement (Glasgow, 1925), 49.
10. George Murray (1706-1785) entered the Royal Navy in 1721, and
commanded the Pearl in Anson’s fleet although he took her no farther
than Cape Horn. He probably found Johnstone his first naval post.
See Town and Country Magazine, XIII (October 1781), 513.
11. For material on Elibank’s career and importance, see Ernest Campbell
Mossner, ed., “New Hume Letters to Lord Elibank, 1748-1776,” Texas
Studies in Literature and Language: A Journal of the Humanities,
IV (Autumn 1962), 433-36.
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choice appointments. Their prospects, however, began to improve in 1760 when George III ascended the throne. The
young king was an admirer of his Scottish tutor, the Earl of
Bute, and had no special prejudice against the peer’s countrymen. It took the new sovereign only two years to shape the
government to his taste, and in 1762 he named Bute first lord
of the treasury, the highest political office in the land.
Anti-Scot sentiment ran through all levels of society, from
Dr. Samuel Joh nson down to the Covent Garden mob who
threw apples and yelled “No Scots” at two Highland officers
who dared to visit the opera, after helping conquer Havana
for Britain. 12 Popular prejudice had not been changed by
Bute’s elevation but the facts of political life had. The king
was the fount of all patronage, and now his esteemed mentor
was his chief adv iser on the subject. Scottish blood had ceased
to be a disadvantage for political aspirants, and it could even
be a qualification for office if it had resulted in connection with
Bute’s coterie. George Johnstone could never have penetrated
the earl’s orbit if his life had followed an orderly pattern. On
August 11, 1762, he became a post captain and was given
command of the sloop Hind. Sailing the high seas and being
absent from Britain would scarcely have made him either conspicuous or available for expected political preferment. But
an accident kept Johnstone in England. A few days after his
appointment he was walking home in the dark after an evening
with the soldier-politician, Isaac Barré, when he fell from a
seventeen-foot he ight, severely injuring his right leg.13 It was
during his con valescence that Johnstone began to acquire
friends in Bute’s circle.
Barré was hi ghly favored by the first lord, who made him
adjutant-general of the British army and appointed him
governor of Stirl ing. Perhaps it was Barré who brought Johnstone to Bute’s a ttention, but more likely it was Lord Elibank,
of whom Bute t hought so well that he intended to make him
one of the sixtee n Scottish peers in the House of Lords. This
appointment wa s stopped, however, when John Wilkes, one
of Bute’s oppone nts, charged Elibank, all too plausibly, with
12. Frederick A. Pottle, ed., Boswell’s London Journal, 1762-1763 (New
York, 1950), 71.
13. Johnstone to Admiralty, August 23, 1762, ADM 1/1985:72.
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crypto-Jacobitism. The effective device which Wilkes used to
smear Elibank was to forge a letter approving of Bute’s appointment seemingly written by the Stuart pretender himself
in Rome. The spurious letter appearing in The North Briton,
February 19, 1763, blocked Elibank’s advancement and weakened
his ability to help his nephew.
It was John Home, Bute’s private secretary, who probably
secured the governorship of West Florida for George Johnstone.
How the two men met is not known, but since he had helped
the secretary when he was a struggling dramatist, it is quite
possible Elibank had introduced them.14 Both men were members of the expatriate Scottish community in London. It is
known that Johnstone dined at Lord Eglinton’s on several
occasions, possibly when Home was also present.15
The pair had more in common than is immediately apparent.
Both had literary interests; Johnstone was a novelist manqué,
and Home may have listened to an account of his frustrations in
the navy with unusual sympathy because he, too, had known
misfortune and neglect. Earlier in life he had been compelled
to resign his post as a Presbyterian minister because he had
written a play, the tragedy Douglas. Thereafter he had poor
success in interesting anybody in his literary ability until he
became Bute’s secretary in 1757.16 When his employer became
the king’s first minister, Home rose with him and became, in
the opinion of Alexander Carlyle, “the second man in the kingdom while Bute was in power.” Carlyle knew Home well and
thought him gullible, “easily deluded by pretences, especially
to those of romantic valour.” He cited Johnstone as an example
of a “friend” advanced to power by Home because of such
pretensions.17 Carlyle’s use of inverted commas to describe
Johnstone’s friendship with Home seems unjustified. The pair
traveled together to Scotland in 1763, and years later Home
was remembered in Johnstone’s will as “the most worthy of the
human race.“18
14. Mossner, “New Hume Letters,” 436.
15. Pottle, Boswell’s London Journal, 123, 237, 244.
16. Henry McKenzie, An Account of the Life and Writings of John Home
Esq. (Edinburg, 1822), 35-51.
17. Alexander Carlyle, Autobiography of the Rev. Dr. Alexander Carlyle,
Minister of Inveresk, containing memorials of the men and events of
his time (Edinburgh, 1860), 409.
18. Great Britain, Public Record Office, Probates 11/1154.
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It would seem that Home’s recommendation of Johnstone
was decisive, even though Bute also owed Elibank a favor
for having had to deny him a parliamentary seat. Bute may
well have felt that he had sufficiently requited Elibank by conferring the governorship of Canada on his brother James Murray.
Nevertheless, the praise which Elibank would have undoubtedly found for his nephew may have strengthened Home’s recommendation.
Thanks to British acquisitions during the Seven Years’War,
Bute had the disposal of four newly-created British colonies—
Canada, the Ceded Islands of the French West Indies, and the
two Floridas. Johnstone was not initially marked for any particular governorship, although he preferred West Florida. He
tried to show Bute the difference between West and East
Florida on a map. Lord Egremont, secretary of state for the
Southern Department, thought that Johnstone would be better
suited for the more easterly province because he was well
qualified “to find out harbours amongst dangerous rocks and
shoals.” Johnstone argued that West Florida was as much a
maritime province as East Florida and begged Bute to use his
19
influence to overrule Egremont. Although Bute was no longer in office at the time, he was evidently able to meet Johnstone’s
request, and the king nominated the captain for the governorship he preferred on July 14, 1763.20
Delayed by a law suit, affairs relating to the East India
Company, and the difficulty of obtaining suitable ships to transport himself and his official family, the new governor did not
reach Florida for over a year. During this waiting period he
read the letter sent to England by the army officers who were
administering the colony pending his arrival. He also tried to
make himself conversant with the many problems demanding
solution in West Florida.21
The task awaiting Johnstone was not just that of taking over
a colony from Britain’s late enemies. Rather, it was the creation
of a colony from almost nothing, while coping simultaneously
19. Johnstone to Bute, June 16, 1763, in Ninetta Jucker, ed., The Jenkinson
Papers, 1760-1766 (London, 1949), 157.
20. Egremont to the Lords of Trade, July 14, 1763, in Great Britain, Public
Record Office, Colonial Office 5/65:205. Hereinafter cited as CO.
21.Great Britain, Board of Trade, Journal of the Commissioners for
Trade and Plantations, 14 vols. (London, 1920-1938), XII, 7, 12, 60-61.
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with a lethal climate, unpredictable Indians, wretched communications, and parsimonious, regulation-ridden ministries.
Whoever assumed the governorship would deserve the comparatively ample compensation of £1,200 a year. “We are informed there is a governor appointed,” wrote Major Forbes
from Pensacola, “but for my part, untill the Country is greatly
improved, I know nothing he has to govern.”
With Johnstone as governor, arbitrary military government
ended. As chief executive, Johnstone depended upon the aid
and advice of a council and a representative assembly. Under
his guidance Pensacola and Mobile were laid out according
to a rational plan and became connected by a road. Mobile’s
civilian population, a negligible handful of leftovers from French
rule and a few entrepreneurs whom Forbes described as peddlers
rather than merchants, were formed into a potentially prosperous
22
business community. The land acquired by Britain seems to
have been equitably distributed under Johnstone’s supervision.
Also at his initiative, the province’s northern boundary was
extended, and settlements were planned along the Mississippi.
There was also a significant increase in population.
There were some difficulties which Johnstone failed to solve.
One persistent problem was the overlapping responsibilities of
the governor and the army representatives in West Florida.
Their squabbles dominated the correspondence between Pensacola and London during Johnstone’s term. Frustration evoked
crude and savage qualities in the governor. These qualities
emerged in his dealings with the military and with even greater
force when he was unable to bring about a peaceful settlement
with the Indians.
Even before he left England— and understandably in the
year of Pontiac’s rebellion— Johnstone had worried about the
very real threat which the Indians presented to the few defenders of West Florida behind their scanty fortifications. 23
Once in Florida, Johnstone was at first successful in conciliating
22. William Forbes to [Secretary of State?], January 29, 1764, CO 5/582:190.
23. Johnstone to [Secretary of State?], May 4, 1764, Mississippi Provincial
Archives, English Dominion, 1763-1783, transcribed manuscripts in ten
volumes, only one was printed, Jackson, Mississippi, I, 189-90. Microfilm
128, 129, rolls 3, 4, Auburn University Library. Hereinafter cited as
MPAED. Memorial of Johnstone to Lords of Trade, May 30, 1764,
ibid., 531-32.
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the Indians and in obtaining land concessions from them. Two
congresses betwe en the governor and the chiefs were of crucial
importance. The first convened in Mobile at the end of March
1765. It was the easier to arrange because the Chickasaw, the
main tribe invo lved, were traditional allies of the British. At
this meeting th e Indians agreed to cede a strip of coast ex24
tending twelve leagues northward. It was more difficult to
persuade the Creeks, particularly their old chief, The Mortar,
to attend another congress designed to secure British possession
of land around Pensacola. John Hannay and Thomas Campbell,
Johnstone’s Creek emissaries, were finally able to arrange a
meeting in Pensacola in May and June 1765, and there Chevalier
Montault de Monbéraut persuaded the Indians to turn land
over to the British. 25
Johnstone was justifiably jubilant for the moment, but
his optimism was short-lived. So disappointed was he when
the apparent peace achieved by the agreements was broken by
the murder of British traders among the Creeks, that he turned
to violence for a solution to the Indian problem. Beginning in
the fall of 1766, with increasing vehemence he began to advocate a war against the Creeks. There is an attractive simplicity
in explaining, as some historians have done, the governor’s recall in February 1767 as the result of his bellicosity towards the
Indians. According to John Shy, “It was over the Indian question that Johnstone finally fell from power.“26 I. R. Christie
formulated his explanation, at the expense of a minor inaccuracy
24. Speeches and documents relative to the congress are in Dunbar
Rowland, comp. and ed., Mississippi Provincial Archives, 1763-1766,
English Domi nion, Letters and Enclosures to the Secretary of State
from Major R obert Farmar and Governor George Johnstone (Nashville,
1911), 215-55.
25. Robin F. A. Fabel and Robert R. Rea, “Lieutenant Thomas Campbell’s Sojourn Among the Creeks, November, 1764-May, 1765,” Alabama Histori cal Quarterly, XXXVI (Summer 1974), 97-111; Milo B.
Howard, Jr. and Robert R. Rea, eds., The Mémoire Justificatif of the
Chevalier Mo n t a u l t d e Monberaut, I n d i a n D i p l o m a c y i n B r i t i s h
West Florida, 1763-1765 (University, Alabama, 1965), 40-43.
26. John Shy, Toward Lexington: The Role of the British Army in the
Coming of the American Revolution (Princeton, 1965), 285. Shy also
suggests that the timing of Johnstone’s recall related to the politics
of the East India Company, which Chatham sought to bring under
government control. It would seem odd, however, that Shelburne
should have wanted Johnstone back in East India House. As his old
opponent there, Johnstone was unlikely to support the plans for
India of Chatham and Shelburne.
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of date, when he wrote, “In January 1767, after he had begun
to make plans for a punitive war against the Creek Indians,
which ran counter to government policy, he was recalled.“27
Lawrence Henry Gipson linked the dismissal letter written to
Johnstone on February 19, 1767, by Lord Shelburne, secretary of state for the Southern Department, to his receipt of a
letter from General Thomas Gage reporting the governor’s
war-like activities.28 According to Clinton Howard, Shelburne
“dismissed [him] for commencing hostilities against the Creek
Indians.“29 Cecil Johnson cited the governor’s “action in rekindling Indian warfare” as the first of Shelburne’s reasons
for dismissing Johnstone.30
The facts are more complicated and perhaps even mysterious,
but it should be emphasized that waging war on the Creeks
was not the reason for Johnstone’s recall. There was no war;
nor did Shelburne believe that hostilities had begun when he
dispatched his dismissal letter. If Johnstone deserved dismissal
for merely advocating war on the Creeks, then many other
Britons in responsible positions deserved similar punishment.
Brigadier William Tayler, surveying the Creek-Choctaw conflict that erupted in the spring of 1766, urged the use of English
troops in alliance with Indians to attack the Creeks from
every quarter if they should do anything hostile to the British.31
Three months later, General Thomas Gage, commander in chief
of all British troops in North America, thought that to “bring
the Creeks to reason” might require “a few Provincials and
regulars properly employed with their allies.“32 West Florida’s
council and assembly were more extreme. They called for both
“Effectual Chastisement” of the Creeks and the infliction of
“those Punishments, by which alone the Mind of a Savage, is
affected.“33
27. I. R. Christie, “George Johnstone,” in Lewis Namier and John Brooke,
eds., The History of Parliament, The House of Commons, 1754-1790,
3 vols. (London, 1964), II, 684.
28. Gipson, Triumphant Empire, 229-30.
29. Howard, “Governor Johnstone in West Florida,” 303.
30. Johnson, British West Florida, 60.
31. Tayler to Stuart, June 24, 1766, CO 5/67:41.
32. Gage to the Lords of Trade, August 30, 1766, CO 5/67:231.
33. “Humble Representation of the Council, and Assembly for the Province
of West Florida” to the “Lords Commissioners of Trade and Plantations,” November 22, 1766, in Howard, British Development of West
Florida, 115.
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Johnstone therefore was not alone in contemplating war on
the Creeks. But, apart from the council and assembly of West
Florida whose petition he may have influenced, if not actually
worded, the governor’s recommendation was more extreme
than that of anybody else. He may be said to have possessed a
“Pearl Harbor mentality”; he believed in what twentieth-century military jargon calls “preemptive strikes.” Years later, in
1778, he was t o urge blows against the fleets of France and
Spain before those countries were at war with Britain. Similarly,
in 1766, convin ced that conflict with the Creeks was inevitable,
Johnstone advocated the harshest of all wars, “destroying Men,
Women, and C hildren” before the Indians could prepare.34 He
made no secret of his wish and begged London for a force of
over 3,000 men to carry it out.35 His plea, being contrary to the
Indian policy of the government, was ignored. Even to suggest,
on the heels of Pontiac’s rebellion, an expensive genocidal war
to an administration desperate for money and deeply concerned to conciliate restlessness in more important colonies than
West Florida, is in indication that Johnstone was losing touch
with the feasible. He had not, however, lost his sense of
reality so far as to imagine that, without support, he could
himself initiate war. “I can do little more than represent,” he
wrote to John Stuart, the Indian superintendent. “The management of Indians is in you. The power to Chastise them and
defend us is in the Brigadier.“36
It is unlikely that Johnstone lost his governorship for advocating a war which, lacking command over a single soldier,
he could not possibly wage. It is entirely probable that his recall was determined as soon as William Petty, second Earl of
Shelburne, assumed the secretaryship for the Southern Department on August 2, 1766— before Johnstone’s bellicose Indian
schemes had even reached England. 37 Shelburne knew the
governor; both had been Bute supporters and the peer had presided at the Board of Trade when Johnstone received his ap34. Charles Stuar t to John Stuart, October 1, 1766, CO 5/67:411.
35. Johnstone to Conway, June 23, 1766, in Rowland, Mississippi Provincial
Archives. 511- 1 2 .
36. Johnstone to Stuart, September 30, 1766, CO 5/67:423.
37. The letter in which Johnstone asked for massive reinforcements to
help exterminate the Creeks did not reach Shelburne until October.
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pointment in 1763. The men had been involved in East India
Company affairs in 1764, Shelburne backing the loser and
Johnstone the winner in the directorial elections of that year.
Since presumably he also read the commoner weekly and monthly papers, Shelburne was aware of a demeaning brawl which
the choleric Scotsman, prior to his voyage to America, had
caused. Johnstone had permitted himself to be provoked by a
hack-writer’s attack on both his and his uncle’s appointments
to governorships. Johnstone felt that honor required him to
seek out the author and thrash him.38 Nothing in Johnstone’s
career suggests that he had a penchant for appeasement. Yet
that was precisely the quality which Shelburne would have most
welcomed in a governor in 1766. Prior to that year, the secretary, while in opposition to the Grenville ministry, had fallen
under the influence of William Pitt and had adopted his
mentor’s belief that a conciliatory colonial policy was mandatory. It was a time of turbulence for most colonies, a time,
therefore, for unusual tact by colonial governors. Shelburne’s
elevation to the secretaryship in 1766 made him responsible for
colonial affairs, and gave him a chance to put his principles of
friendship and cooperation into practice.
Reading the accumulated correspondence from West Florida
upon his taking office must have been deeply disturbing for
Shelburne. He may well have been reminded of the fury which
Johnstone had conjured up when engaged in East India Company politics. The running conflict with the military in which,
almost from the moment of his setting foot on the Gulf Coast,
the new governor had engaged had, at times, set soldier against
soldier, officer against officer, and regiment against regiment.
Shelburne was furious to discover that the instructions deciding
the proper relations between the civil and military establishments in the colony had been “liable to Dispute and Misinterpretation,” and he approved the soldiers’ rather than the
governor’s reading of them.39
The spirit of division had spread to other members of the
38. Gentlemen’s Magazine, XXXIII (October (1763), 516; Monthly Review,
XXIX (November 1763), 391-92.
39. Shelburue to Gage, September 13, 1766, in Clarence Edwin Carter,
comp. and ed., The Correspondence of General Thomas Gage, 2 vols.
(New Haven, 1931-1933), II, 45-46.
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West Florida community. On August 1, 1766, the day before
Shelburne assumed responsibility for the colonies, the Board
of Trade had assembled a collection of eighty letters concerning
the “state of Anarchy and Confusion” in West Florida, a
situation so dangerous that the Lords of Trade called for immediate royal intervention.40 It was revealed that apart from
disputes with the military, Johnstone had suspended the attorney general and had brought serious charges against the
colony’s chief ju stice, who had resigned in protest from the
41
West Florida Council. In addition, Johnstone charged the
lieutenant governor with speculation, pandering, and fomenting
unrest. He had, the governor alleged, incited civilians to depose
him and soldiers to kill him.42 Shelburne also read a petition
from twenty-two West Floridians complaining of the governor’s
despotism, his “thirst of Power and Command,” and his “unjustifiable, Arbitrary and Tyrannical Principles.“43
Tranquility in the colonies was a prime aim for Shelburne;
in September 1766 he had reiterated the need for tact and
conciliatory measures to other governors.44 He probably made
his decision to remove the quarrelsome Johnstone during his
first weeks as secretary, even before he knew that he was advocating war on the Creeks. By the time Johnstone’s letter asking for a force for use against the Indians reached London in
October, Shelburne had already taken steps to bring the governor
home. On Septe mber 22, 1766, the secretary informed Johnstone
that on the petition of friends, he was giving him six months
leave to attend to his private affairs. 45 That this was tantamount
to dismissal is suggested by the fact that when Shelburne wished
to replace Governor Sir Francis Bernard of Massachusetts in May
of the following year he drafted a similar letter to him granting
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.

“Letter from Board of Trade to the King,” August 1, 1766, in Rowland,
Mississippi Provincial Archives, 342-43.
“The Governor‘s Complaint of the Chief Justice,” April 1, 1766, in
ibid., 465-77; Edmund Wegg to Secretary of Lords of Trade, April 23,
1766, ibid., 505-06.
Johnstone to Secretary of Lords of Trade, April 1, 1766, ibid., 460-64.
Memorial to John Pownall, April 1766, in ibid., 303-06.
R. A. Humphreys, “Lord Shelburne and a Projected Recall of Colonial
Governors in 1767,” American Historical Review, XXXVII (January
1932), 270.
Shelburne to Johnstone, September 22, 1766, MPAED, X, 665. Who
the friends were remains a mystery; perhaps East India Company
politicians.
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leave.46 If it may be accepted that September 22, 1766, was
the real date of Johnstone’s dismissal, then Shelburne had ousted
him at a time when he knew that the governor had been
causing problems, but when he was not yet aware of how really
bellicose Johnstone had become towards Indians.
The difficulty which arises, if September 22 is taken as the
recall date, is why Shelburne should have written a tart letter
of dismissal on February 19, 1767. The action would seem
particularly irrational in that the governor had acted on the
September letter, and was already on his way back to England
by February 19. The answer seems to be that Shelburne’s hand
was forced by a clamor within the ministry led by the Duke of
Grafton, first lord of the treasury. The duke’s attention had
been drawn to the turbulence in West Florida by a letter from
Brigadier Tayler to the treasury requesting considerable expenditures in preparation for the grandiose warlike schemes
against the Creeks which he and Johnstone were contemplating.
These plans, of course, depended on approval from London
which was never granted. Nevertheless, Grafton was sufficiently
alarmed to raise the matter in the cabinet and to demand that
a new governor be dispatched to West Florida without delay.
Johnstone’s record as governor was examined. Quite apart from
his relations with the Creeks, it was, wrote Shelburne on February 17, 1767, “that of a perfect madman.” Everybody, he continued, including the king, agreed that his replacement required “the utmost dispatch.“47
In these circumstances, even if he felt like doing so, it
would have been quite futile for Shelburne to say that action
was unnecessary since Johnstone was probably already on his
return voyage to England. He was forced to take redundant
action because of political pressure. To refuse to do so would
certainly have evoked royal displeasure and possibly caused the
resignation of Grafton, which would have resulted in the dissolution of the government.
Whether sincerely or not the secretary affected belief in the
46. This letter was never sent because Shelburne’s superior, Chatham,
changed his policy. Humphreys, “Lord Shelburne and a Projected Recall of Colonial Governors in 1767,” 271.
47. Shelburne to Chatham, February 17, 1767, in Great Britain, Public
Record Office, Chatham manuscripts 30/8/3:189.
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existence of a war against the Creeks in West Florida. It was
a convenient excuse for replacing Johnstone. On February 19
he wrote to Thomas Gage, in reply to a letter on the Creek situation which he possibly misunderstood, that the king was displeased “to receive Accounts that the Governor of West-Florida
had resolved on a War with the Creeks without waiting for
Instructions from hence. . . . His Majesty has therefore thought
48
fit to recall Him from His Government.“
Writing to George Johnstone on the same day that he replied
to General Gage, Shelburne minced no words in phrasing his
dismissal. There were two reasons: “rashly rekindling the War”
between Indians and Englishmen and “that Spirit of Disunion”
which had “weakened and distracted” West Florida under Johnstone’s government. In some ways, however, yet another of
Shelburne’s letters written to Lieutenant-Governor Montfort
Browne of West Florida that same day, February 19, and presumably the last of the series, is the most curious. When he
started to write it, Shelburne gave an appearance of believing
that a Creek war was under way, and he ordered Browne to
take over the government of West Florida from Johnstone and
to put “an entire and immediate stop to hostilities.” But before
he finished the letter to Browne he apparently received a dispatch from Gage acquainting him that Brigadier Tayler had
49
been successful in preventing such a war. Shelburne had it in
his power to tear up all the communications written that day
relating to Johnstone’s dismissal before the mail left his office.
If making war on the Creeks had been the main reason for
Johnstone’s recall, he would have done so. But it was not, and
he did not change his mind. The probability is that bellicosity
towards the Creeks did not determine the decision to retire
Johnstone, but it did precipitate a general examination and
condemnation of conduct already found unacceptable by the
secretary of State for the Southern Department.
48. Gage to Shelburne, December 23, 1766, in Carter, Correspondence
o f G e n e r a l Thomas Gage, 115; Shelburne to Gage, February 19, 1767,
ibid., 51.
49. Shelburne to Johnstone, February 19, 1767, Shelburne to Browne,
February 19, 1767, MPAED, X, 668, 671.
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